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This article will discuss the ways in which community service learning 
programs in music can foster meaningful collaborations between 
universities and Indigenous communities. Drawing on recent pedagogical 
literature on service learning and insights from a four-year partnership 
between Australian Indigenous musicians at the Winanjjikari Music Centre 
in Tennant Creek and music students from Queensland Conservatorium 
Griffith University, it will describe how such programs can facilitate 
significant cross-cultural exchanges between students and Indigenous 
communities. By drawing on observations and interview data from those 
involved in the project, this paper argues that these partnerships can 
both assist communities with activities such as cultural maintenance, and 
provide students with intercultural experiences that have the potential to 
transform their understandings of Indigenous culture.
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As	 the	 afternoon	 sun	disappears	behind	 the	 row	of	 trees	 lining	 the	 sports	field	 the	
audience	begins	to	gather.	Slowly	they	migrate	towards	the	edge	of	the	circle	of	red	
dirt demarking the performance space. Children run after each other ducking and 
weaving	between	picnic	rugs	and	plastic	chairs,	while	the	adults	casually	chat	to	one	
another. The night is hot and muggy from the desert rains that fell earlier in the day. 
As	darkness	begins	to	descend	over	the	field,	a	large	rig	of	theatre	lights	is	switched	
on. The red dirt radiates from the sudden surge of light. Our students, Cody, Mitch, 













group of Elders to take their place on a small stage facing them. Cody and Mitch 
silently	adjust	the	microphones	to	reach	the	Elders’	lips.	Clapping	sticks	begin	
and the Elders start singing in descending melodic lines. The dancers stamp their 
feet,	travelling	forward	and	backward	through	clouds	of	red	dirt.	The	white	ochre	
paint on their bodies makes them look like moving canvasses against the night 
sky.	We	soon	notice	the	sweet	smell	of	eucalyptus	wafting	through	the	air	from	
the	gum	leaves	tied	to	the	men’s	ankles.	As	the	dancing	finishes	the	Elders	banter	
and	 tell	 the	dancers	what	 they	did	wrong.	during	 this	brief	 reprieve,	we	both	
adjust	our	camera	lens	angle	and	scan	the	audience	for	anyone	we	might	know.	
We notice J. D.2,	a	local	musician	we	have	been	working	with,	looking	at	us.	We	
smile.	He	nods	his	head	and	points	to	the	dancers	mouthing,	“not	bad,	huh?”	
We	quickly	realize	that	what	we	are	witnessing	is	a	privilege	few	get	to	experience	
in	a	 lifetime.	our	senses	are	awash	with	each	sight,	 sound,	 smell	and	 texture.	
Every	art	form	is	evoked	in	a	way	we	could	only	dream	about	before	tonight.	As	
our	students	work	on	the	sound	and	lighting	and	carefully	adjust	the	equipment	
to	meet	 the	needs	of	 each	group	of	Elders	 on	 stage,	we	 see	 them	drinking	 in	
everything	this	performance	has	to	teach	them.	As	we	watch	these	interactions	
unfold,	 it	occurs	 to	us	how	unusual	 this	situation	 is.	University	courses	 rarely	
venture	beyond	the	walls	of	their	institutions	like	this,	and	consequently	students	
and Indigenous musicians are seldom given the opportunity to build meaningful 
relationships	with	one	another.
This	 performance	was	 the	 culmination	 of	 a	 two-week	 community	 service	 learning	
project	 with	 students	 from	 Griffith	 University	 and	 indigenous	 artists	 in	 Tennant	
Creek	 in	2010.	The	 service	 learning	project	was	 timed	 to	coincide	with	 the	desert	
Harmony	Festival	and	involved	the	students	collaborating	with	indigenous	artists	on	
a diverse range of projects, including the major traditional dance event that featured 
dancers	and	singers	from	around	the	Northern	Territory	that	we	have	just	described,	
along	with	 the	Mandinka	Sound	 performance	 and	workshop,	 the	Birds	 of	Tennant	
Creek	 drama	 production,	 and	 a	 festival	 showcase	 of	 local	 bands	 from	 the	 Barkly	











2009,	where	 the	 students	 collaborated	 on	 a	 range	 of	 recording	 projects	with	 local	





Apparr-Kari Language	 Centre	 and	 worked	 alongside	 the	 Winanjjikari	 musicians	
in	 performance,	 songwriting	 and	 recording	 projects.	The	 2012	 student	 participants	
assisted	 extensively	 with	 the	 desert	 Harmony	 Festival,	 and	 participated	 in	 music	
recording	 projects	 and	 performances	with	Warren	H.	Williams,	 Frank	Yamma	 and	
members of the Music Centre. 






the	 service	 learning	project	 is	 timed	 to	 coincide	with	 the	desert	Harmony	Festival	
or	not.	during	‘Festival	time,’	students	have	often	engaged	in	complex	negotiations	
with	non-indigenous	community	members,	as	they	go	about	their	work	assisting	with	
Festival events. At times this has resulted in students being confronted by existing 
tensions	 between	 the	 non-indigenous	 community	 of	 professional	 arts	 workers	 and	




negotiations	 between	 students	 and	 the	members	 of	 the	Winanjjikari	Music	Centre.	
Whilst	students	may	not	always	experience	major	highlights	like	the	danceSite	event	
referred to in the narrative above, in non-Festival times the students have been able to 




thoughts,	 feelings	and	 interpretations	of	what	was	going	on.	We	were	also	keen	 to	
allow	them	to	report	about	the	process	in	a	way	that	was	creative,	personal,	visual,	and	
musical, and thus gave them video cameras to create a digital story of their experiences. 









as ideas from service learning, cross-cultural collaborations and Indigenous studies, 
in	addition	 to	our	own	co-constructed	narratives,	 to	weave	a	 story	about	what	was	
learnt during these trips to Tennant Creek. While each of the narratives that emerged 
in	this	material	uniquely	reflected	the	creative	voice	of	each	storyteller	and	their	own	
personal	reactions	to	experiences	and	events,	there	were	a	number	of	common	themes	
that have emerged during our analysis of the material. These themes seem to echo 
those found in the literature on service learning and cross-cultural collaborations 
with	indigenous	artists.	Some	of	these	themes	are	touched	on	briefly	in	this	article,	
and	centre	on	the	ways	in	which	such	programs	can	facilitate	significant	intercultural	
exchanges	between	 students	 and	 indigenous	 communities,	 assist	 communities	with	
activities	such	as	cultural	maintenance,	and	provide	students	with	creative	and	cultural	
experiences that have the potential to transform their understandings of Indigenous 
culture.
figure 1. Conservatorium students and Winanjjikari Music Centre Musicians (2009)
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education and communities can play in improving this situation. In his 2008 national 







the scholarly contributions of Indigenous communities in developing a culturally 
ethical	framework	to	underpin	research	and	learning”	(NiHEN,	2009).	This	is	reflected	
in	various	institutional	policy	documents,	such	as	those	of	Griffith	University	which	
state that the University is “committed to the creation of a curriculum that is informed 
by	and	respects	the	knowledge	systems	of	our	first	peoples—Aboriginal	and	Torres	
Strait	islanders”	(Griffith	University,	2011).	Griffith’s	commitment	to	the	“inclusion	
of	 Aboriginal	 and	 Torres	 Strait	 islander	 curricula	 follows	 an	 increasing	 national	
awareness	of	 the	need	 to	 incorporate	 such	content	 into	 relevant	 areas	of	 study	and	




incorporation of these Indigenous perspectives is still minimal. While some educators 
have	brought	 indigenous	 artists	 into	performing	 arts	 classrooms	 (see,	 for	 example,	
Bartleet,	2010,	2011;	Mackinlay,	2005),	 in	many	cases	 the	 inclusion	of	 indigenous	
curriculum	content	is	presented	in	a	somewhat	tokenistic	and	abstract	manner,	removed	
from	the	lived	experience	of	indigenous	culture	(Newsome,	1999).	Such	an	approach	
is highly problematic in music education for a number of complex reasons. As 
Mackinlay	&	dunbar-Hall	(2003,	pp.	38-39)	explain:	“The	teaching	of	Aboriginal	and	
Torres Strait Islander musics in sectors of Australian music education is not the simple 
task of inclusion that government directives, syllabus expectations and ideological 
agendas can imply […]. To teach Indigenous musics is also to teach the historical, 
social	and	political	contexts	in	which	they	exist,	to	raise	debates	over	the	efficacy	of	
the pedagogic act, and to uncover the dialectic and musical tensions that surround 
it.”	 These	 significant	 cultural,	 political,	 and	 pedagogical	 tensions	 are	 a	 common	
concern for those responsible for delivering music curricula to the large number of 
undergraduate	 students	 in	Australia	 (dunbar-Hall,	 2002).	 This	 situation	 presents	 a	
pressing	need	for	new	strategies	and	approaches	to	the	inclusion	of	indigenous	content	
in tertiary curricula, in particular focussing on strategies that are built on respectful 
and	culturally	appropriate	interactions	with	indigenous	communities.	
The	service	learning	approach	utilised	in	this	project	specifically	addresses	this	need	for	
innovative and more effective pedagogical approaches to the inclusion of Indigenous 
content	in	higher	education.	Service	learning	can	be	defined	as	a	teaching	and	learning	




Service learning steps outside of the traditional classroom to enable students to engage 
with	real	versus	imagined	subjects	and,	thus,	learn	about	indigenous	culture	through	
their	 own	 lived	 experience.	 Thus,	 such	 an	 approach	 not	 only	 supports	 indigenous	
communities	through	projects	of	cultural	significance	to	them,	but	also	deepens	the	
students’	level	of	intercultural	understanding.	
In particular, our project has entailed students and staff travelling to Tennant Creek 
in	 two-week	blocks	 to	work	 alongside	 indigenous	 artists	 and	Elders	on	 a	 range	of	
community-led	programs,	such	as	recording	and	writing	albums,	documenting	cultural	
activities, managing community festivals, staging and recording performances, 
building	community	arts	infrastructure,	and	running	school	holiday	programs.	As	we	
describe	 ion	 the	 opening	 section	 to	 this	 article,	 the	 project	 activities	 always	 differ	
from year to year, in response to community needs. Since 2009 the project has 
directly	involved	over	30	students	across	seven	undergraduate	programs	(in	popular	
music,	 music	 technology,	 applied	 theatre,	 film	 and	 education)	 via	 the	 university’s	
Work	integrated	Learning	program.	We	have	also	developed	a	partnership	with	The	
University of Queensland and hosted students from the School of Music and Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Studies Unit. These students are recruited via their Head of 
Department at each university. Within Tennant Creek itself, the project has involved 
work	with	over	30	indigenous	artists	and	Elders	and	over	50	youth	across	a	range	of	
activities. While our project demonstrates a systematic approach to both coordination 
and	implementation,	it	 is	also	designed	to	be	flexible	and	responsive	to	community	




our Indigenous colleagues, each year the project has been facilitated by both of us. As 
we	are	married,	this	close	relationship	carries	with	it	skin	names	and	relationships	with	
community members, and this has had a positive effect on the connections they have 
begun	to	develop	with	indigenous	Elders	and	artists	in	Tennant	Creek.
Such an approach builds on a considerable body of international literature demonstrating 
that	 service	 learning	 is	 particularly	 effective	 in:	 promoting	 community	 awareness	





and assisting students to develop intercultural competence and the ability to interact 
with	various	cultural	groups	(Flannery	&	Ward,	1999).	
in	 the	 following	 reflection,	 student	 participant	 Cody	 demonstrates	 how	 a	 service	






just as much in 12 days in Tennant Creek as I have in 3 years of university. […] 
Tennant	Creek	is	not	just	a	place,	it’s	a	life	changing	experience,	and	everybody	
who	 has	 been	 there	 will	 say	 the	 same	 thing.	 […]	 i	 went	 there	 thinking	 that	




As	 this	 statement	 illustrates,	 Cody’s	 experiences	 in	 Tennant	 Creek	 encouraged	
her	 to	 reflect	 critically	on	her	 own	assumptions,	 specifically	 regarding	 the	 level	 of	
understanding that she had gained through formal tertiary education. Her revelation 
that she learned more from the community than the community learned from her 
illustrates a highly critical repositioning of her concept of community and Indigenous 
communities	in	particular;	something	that	would	be	difficult	 to	achieve	without	 the	
lived experiences in community that are central to service learning.
figure 2. Queensland Conservatorium students at the desert Harmonyfestival (2010).











competition, or discrimination. They embraced, respected, and supported each 
other.”	We	 look	 at	 each	 other	 and	 smile,	 understanding	 how	 their	 perceptive	
comments are underpinned by a rich and embodied learning experience. As 




been transformed because of this event. Before they came on this trip they had 
never	worked	with	an	indigenous	musician	or	engaged	with	indigenous	music.	










Through	 the	 project,	 our	 students	 quickly	 realised	 they	 were	 no	 longer	 in	 a	 task-
oriented	university	classroom	where	assessment	 targets	needed	 to	be	accomplished	
at	the	expense	of	all	else.	At	first,	some	students	grappled	with	this	change	of	rhythm,	









prioritise relationship building over plans and schedules. As the project progressed 
with	each	visit,	we	noticed	a	change	in	the	students’	rhythm.	We	could	see	them	come	
to	realise	the	importance	of	showing	respect,	developing	trust,	sharing	the	load,	and	
























in	 many	 cases,	 it	 was	 through	music	 and	 performance	 that	 students	 were	 able	 to	
build	 relationships	with	members	of	 the	community,	 and	 in	 turn	develop	pathways	
for	learning	about	indigenous	culture.	A	shared	knowledge	and	interest	in	rock	guitar	
playing	was	a	 simple	but	 important	basis	 through	which	Michael	and	Angus	could	
establish	a	personal	relationship,	and	from	which	knowledge	could	be	shared.	
The initial jarring of different agendas is something that researchers and musicians 
working	 in	 other	 cross-cultural	 collaborations	 have	 often	 spoken	 about	 (Barney	&	
Solomon,	 2009;	 Haig-Brown,	 2001;	 Mackinlay	 2008;	 Selby,	 2004;	 Somerville	
&	 Perkins,	 2003).	 There	 seem	 to	 be	 no	 set	 ways	 of	 aligning	 these	 agendas.	 As	




provided	 the	 initial	personal	 introductions	 that	would	be	 important	over	 the	course	
of	the	entire	trip.	in	an	interview	with	one	of	the	Winanjjikari	musicians,	Lester,	he	
echoes	this	observation:	“The	guys	came	in	and	we	just	got	up	on	the	stage	straight	
away	 and	made	music.	We	 got	 together	 really	 quick.	We	 all	worked	 together	 and	




experience for students like Jeffrey:
it	was	an	awesome	experience	getting	 to	play	and	 interact	with	 them	 through	





As	we	watched	 the	daily	 interactions	 at	 the	Music	Centre	unfold	with	 each	 trip,	 it	
became	 apparent	 that	 race	was	 a	 spectre	 that	 could	 not	 be	 ignored.	 in	 the	Centre,	
and	indeed	anywhere	we	travelled	in	town,	our	race	was	made	visible	to	us.	in	her	
fieldwork	 diary,	 one	 of	 the	 students	 rhiannon	 describes	 the	 foreign	 nature	 of	 this	
feeling:	“it’s	just	strange	to	think	i’m	still	in	my	home	country,	it	doesn’t	feel	like	it”	
(rhiannon,	fieldwork	diary,	June	2009).	We	could	not	hide	aspects	of	our	otherness	
and the difference of our faces, and even students like Mitch, Jeffrey and Sarah – 
who	come	from	families	with	non-Anglo	heritage	–	were	forced	to	acknowledge	their	























of	 race	played	a	 significant	 role	 in	 students’	understanding	of	 themselves	and	 their	
indigenous	collaborators,	as	well	as	their	ways	of	learning.
The	students’	cross-cultural	experiences	involved	these	deep	feelings	of	otherness	on	









The community service learning approach in this project aims to connect such 
reflections	 and	 experiences	 with	 critical	 theories	 of	 difference	 and	 diversity	 (for	
example,	see	Carrington	&	Saggers,	2008;	dePalma,	2008).	These	approaches	build	
on	 socio-cultural	 understandings	 of	 “whiteness”	 and	 other	 critical	 constructions	 of	
race	to	explore	“alternative	possibilities	to	the	forces	of	colonisation”	by	recognising	
and	reconceptualising	categories	which	maintain	borders	 (for	example,	 indigenous/
non-indigenous)	 (Giroux,	 1992),	 and	 questioning	what	 is	 culturally	 appropriate	 in	
particular	contexts	at	particular	 times	(Moreton-robinson,	2004;	Nakata	&	Nakata,	
2002;	Tuhiwai	Smith,	1999).	Service	learning	is	a	pedagogical	approach	which	steps	
outside the traditional classroom to enable such messy and complex intercultural 
experiences to occur. As in the case of this project, the learning and teaching activities 






















accustomed to through tertiary music education and Western learning contexts in 








figure 3. Gavin Carfoot, QCGU students (Sophie and Jeff) with renowned musician 





road south to Alice Springs. Gavin looks up from the speedo to the long road 
ahead,	while	Brydie	rests	the	video	camera	on	the	edge	of	the	car	window,	trying	
to capture this magical moment. A dramatic landscape of desert plains unfolds 















she	asks.	“Yeah,”	he	replies,	“so	we’ve	got	something	 to	plug	 the	 images	and	
music	tracks	into.”	Brydie	agrees,	reaching	for	a	notepad	to	scribble	down	our	
ideas.	After	 crafting	 a	 structure	 that	 has	 a	 logical	 flow	 with	 crescendos	 and	
cadence	points,	we	go	over	our	footage	again,	trying	to	find	moments	that	evoke	
the	magic	of	it	all.	it’s	at	this	point	that	the	limitations	of	what	we	have	dawn	




















performance	 we	 experienced	 in	 the	 desert	 has	 inspired	 this.	 The	 Boardroom	
lights are dimmed, revealing a large screen playing video footage from our desert 
tales.	Taking	turns,	we	introduce	our	stories	and	play	them	one	after	the	other.	
The	students’	stories	present	recurrent	themes	of	cross-cultural	understandings,	
transformative	 learning,	 and	 reflections	 about	 the	 borrowed	 bicycles	 that	 the	
192
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students had become attached to in Tennant Creek. Despite the recurring themes, 
each	story	uniquely	reflects	the	personal	and	creative	voice	of	its	teller.	The	room	
is	 abuzz	with	 excitement	 at	 the	 end	 of	 our	 screening;	 it	 seems	 as	 though	 the	
stories	have	evoked	some	of	that	desert	magic	tonight.	However,	that	evocation	
leaves	us	feeling	uneasy	again.	As	we	turn	off	the	Boardroom	lights,	close	the	
door	and	walk	away	at	 the	end	of	 the	 showcase,	we	are	 left	wondering	about	




stories also played an important role in encouraging a continued commitment and 




the dissemination of these stories, some critical tensions are inherent in this act of 
representing Indigenous culture through personal narratives, and this still remains an 
important critique of the use of digital stories as a communication medium. We are very 
mindful	that	the	images	and	sounds	we	have	used	are	deeply	symbolic	and	significant	
to	our	indigenous	collaborators,	and	we’re	mindful	we	need	to	tread	carefully	with	
how	we	use	 them.	We	have	shared	our	digital	stories	with	 them,	and	 they	are	very	
happy	for	us	to	present	the	videos	publically.	However,	we	are	still	left	to	question	the	
politics and tensions that arise in this performative act of sharing. They are our stories 
told	from	the	lens	of	our	personal	experiences,	but	they	are	intertwined	with	important	
relationships	with	others.	in	a	creative	medium	like	music,	these	issues	can	sometimes	
get lost or glossed over. We can recall countless times that composers of Western Art 
Music have spoken about their appropriation of non-Western music and culture, and 
we	feel	uncomfortable	with	the	cultural	politics	inherent	in	many	of	those	practices.
We	are	keenly	aware	of	the	need	to	maintain	strong	relationships	with	our	indigenous	
collaborators	 not	 only	 during	 the	 project,	 but	 also	 as	 we	 share	 these	 stories	 with	
the	 broader	 community,	 to	 ensure	 that	we	 adhere	 to	 appropriate	 cultural	 protocols	








of	enabling	students	 to	engage	with	real versus imagined	 subjects	 (Tamisari,	2006,	
p.	276),	 and	 to	experience	 ideology	 in	 their	own	 lived	experience.	 in	 recent	years,	










culture.	 i	 am	grateful	 that	 i	was	given	 the	opportunity	 to	 take	part	 in	 such	an	
amazing	experience.	 […]	Culturally,	 i	will	be	able	 to	 take	a	 lot	of	knowledge	
back	 home	 about	 the	 indigenous	 community,	 that	 i	 otherwise	 wouldn’t	 have	
learnt	had	it	not	been	for	this	trip	(Mitch,	reflective	journal	entry,	2010).
Such	 a	 comment	 shows	 how	 this	 pedagogical	 framework	 can	 encourage	 “more	
equitable	 and	 mutually	 beneficial	 relationships	 between	 students	 and	 community	
members”	(Chupp	&	Joseph,	2010).	Moreover,	it	demonstrates	that	when	“universities	
give	very	high	priority	 to	 actively	 solving	 strategic,	 real	world,	 problems”	 such	 as	
intercultural	relationship	building	with	communities,	“a	much	greater	likelihood	exists	
that	 they	will	 significantly	 advance	citizenship,	 social	 justice	 and	 the	public	good”	
(Burkhardt	&	Hudson,	 2008,	 p.91).	Having	 said	 this,	 in	 our	 project	we	 have	 been	
mindful	to	not	only	focus	on	the	benefits	of	this	work	for	students,	but	also	for	the	
Tennant Creek community. As Indigenous artist Lynette explains: 
Everything that I hope the students have learnt and the people have learnt is that 
it’s	a	 two-way	process.	 i	 think	 that	 the	musicians	here	have	engaged	with	 the	
Conservatorium	students	in	a	way	that	they’ve	never	engaged	with	other	people	
before,	other	musicians,	because	the	Conservatorium	students	are	so	open	to	new	





Barkly Regional Arts in Tennant Creek:
it’s	 always	 an	 illuminating	 exercise	 for	 us	 out	 here	 to	 view	 Barkly	Arts	 and	
Winanjjikari Music Centre activities, programs, initiatives and conditions 
through fresh eyes and from the moment I gathered you all up at AS airport and 
banged	up	the	road	500	km	to	our	country,	to	the	last	morning	when	you	were	
poured exhausted onto the Greyhound at 3am I used your immersion into our 
zone	as	a	 touchstone,	a	gauge,	another	window	to	view	ourselves.	What	 i	did	
see	immediately	is	that	we	were	throwing	everything	at	you	from	day	one	and	
demanding of you high levels of resilience, innovation, tolerance, acclimatization, 
cross-cultural understanding and stamina. Your immersion here has had many 
dimensions,	as	does	our	work	here,	as	does	each	day,	and	as	each	day	played	out	
with	a	new	major	drama	you	infused	it	into	your	experience	and	gave	back	to	us	






For	 both	Lynette	 and	Alan,	working	with	 students	 on	 this	 service	 learning	 project	
has been premised on a sense of mutual learning and collaboration, an exchange of 
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